
 
 

COMMITTEE REPORT 

To: Town Council 
From: Evan Ross, Chair, Outreach, Communications, & Appointments Committee (OCA) 
Date: 1-22-2020, for 1-27-2020 Town Council meeting 
 

Since the last written OCA report OCA has met four times (1/06, 1/08, and two meetings on 1/22). All 
these meetings focused on bringing forth to the Town Council a recommendation for appointment to 
the Planning Board to fill the current vacancy.  

On 1/22/2020, OCA voted 4-0-1 (Councilor DuMont abstained) to recommend the Town Council 
appoint Douglas Marshall to the Planning Board, effective immediately, for a term expiring June 30, 
2021. 

The adopted process OCA used to recommend appointments contains seven sections. To help the Town 
Council understand the deliberations behind this recommendation this report will discuss OCA’s 
decisions and/or actions within the context of each section. For reference, the adopted process is 
attached to this report. To skip directly to the rationale for the recommendation of Douglas Marshall see 
section 7. 

Context 

Under the previous form of government, from 1954-2018, the Town Manager appointed the Planning 
Board with the approval of the Select Board. Interviews, if any, were conducted privately by the Town 
Manager, typically without elected officials present, and the applicants were not publicly disclosed. With 
the transition to a new form of government under the Town Charter adopted in 2018, the Town Council 
became the appointing authority for the Planning Board. OCA is charged by the Council with making 
recommendations regarding all appointments by the Town Council. OCA acted on this part of its charge 
last spring, recommending the appointment of four members to the Planning Board. In bringing forth 
these recommendations the former chair interviewed all applicants privately with select staff. Over this 
past fall OCA developed a new process to bring forth recommendations, part of which moved the 
interviews of applicants from private to public. This is the first time Planning Board interviews have ever 
been conducted during a public meeting and 



 
 

2. Community Activity Forms (CAFs) 

Following the publication of the vacancy notice several individuals submitted CAFs. Per the 10/07/2019 
decision by the Town Council to separate CAFs for Town Council-appointed committees, all CAFs were 
automatically distributed to all Councilors. 

3. Sufficiency of the applicant pool 

On 1/06/2020 OCA voted unanimously to declare the applicant pool sufficient to proceed to interviews.  

Prior to this meeting, the OCA chair contacted every individual who submitted a CAF for the Planning 
Board from 10/21/2017 to present, encompassing anyone who applied within the two years preceding 
the publication of the vacancy notice. Individuals were asked whether they remained interested in 
serving on the Planning Board. No resident applicants were screened out, and every resident applicant 
was offered an opportunity to interview. The chair provided OCA a list of all contacted applicants with 
their responses to determine the sufficiency of the pool. The pool was considered as all applicants who 
confirmed their continued interest.  

Per the adopted process, OCA considers the following in determining whether the applicant pool is 
sufficient: 

• The number of applicants relative to the number of vacancies or impending vacancies. OCA 
strives for more applicants than vacancies.  

• The demographic diversity of the applicant pool. OCA strives for a diverse applicant pool, 
including racial, economic, gender, and generational diversity.  

• The current needs of the body-to-be-appointed, including any current burdens placed on the 
body by a vacancy. 

There were more applicants than vacancies. There was agreement in OCA that the pool was lacking in 
diversity. Demographic information about the applicant pool is attached to this report. However, in 
considering the third bullet it was evident to OCA that the current vacancy was placing a burden on the 
Planning Board. OCA reviewed an email from Planning Board Chair Gray-Mullen who noted that the 
Planning Board does face a burden in only having 6 members because SPR and SP require 5 votes. Gray-
Mullen described issues when there are member absences or conflicts. Planning Director Christine 
Brestrup described such a challenge in the fall when two members of the Planning Board required a 
Town Council-approved waiver because of conflicts as abutters of a project before the Board. OCA came 
to consensus that while the pool was lacking in diversity, and members were uncomfortable with this 
lack of diversity, when considering the pool holistically and in context the burden imposed by the 
vacancy necessitated filling the vacancy as soon as possible. As a result, OCA declared the pool sufficient 
to proceed. 

 



 
 
 

4. Selection Guidance 

On 1/08/2020 OCA voted 3-0-0 with two absent (Councilors Brewer and DuMont) to adopt the Planning 
Board Selection Guidance. 

Per the adopted process, OCA shall develop and distribute Selection Guidance to assist OCA and the 
Town Council in evaluating applicants. OCA adopted Selection Guidance with two sections. The first 
section is largely reproduced from the Appointed Committee Handbook. OCA added “Characteristics of 
effective Planning Board members”, which were the result of OCA discussion and founded on input from 
a previous conversation between the former OCA chair and the chair of the Zoning Board of Appeals, 
Mark Parent. The second section is input from the body chair. This section is comprised of an email from 
Planning Board Chair Gray-Mullen and notes from a subsequent meeting between Gray-Mullen and the 
OCA chair. The Selection Guidance is attached to this report. 

5. Interview questions 
 

On 1/08/2020 OCA voted 3-0-0 with two absent (Councilors Brewer and DuMont) to adopt the Planning 
Board Interview Questions. 

OCA used the interview questions from the previous set of appointments (adopted 4/08/2019) as the 
starting point. Most of these questions were carried over or slightly modified. OCA also solicited 
questions from the Town Council. Several Councilors submitted questions or comments. OCA worked to 
incorporate those questions or their premise or purpose into the adopted interview questions. Due to 
time constraints OCA was unable to incorporate all submitted questions and we hope that each 
Councilor feels that the adopted questions offer sufficient information to speak to their underlying 
interests around this appointment. 

6. Interviews 

The interviews of the Planning Board applicants occurred on 1/22/2020 at a special OCA meeting. OCA 
interviewed three applicants: Robert Greeney, Jacob Hirsch, and Douglas Marshall. Everyone in the pool 
was interviewed. Over a week prior to interviews all interviewees received the agenda, interview 
questions, Selection Guidance, and committee handout. OCA also sent these materials to the full Town 
Council. At its 1/08/2020 meeting OCA voted to limit each interviewee’s response to each question to 
three minutes in length and voted that the OCA chair would ask all questions. Video of the interviews is 
available online on Amherst Media’s website. 

 

 



 
 

7. OCA recommendation 

OCA met in a second special meeting on 1/22/2020 following the conclusion of the interviews to 
consider a recommendation to the Town Council.  At this meeting OCA voted 4-0-1 to recommend the 
Town Council appoint Douglas Marshall to the Planning Board, effective immediately, for a term expiring 
June 30, 2021. 

OCA agreed that all three interviewed candidates brought important and unique skills and experiences 
to the table, and that they demonstrated a commitment to collaboration and an ability to work 
competently in a committee. The discussion behind the OCA recommendation largely centered on three 
themes: 

Professional experience: As described in the Selection Guidance, the Planning Board chair 
stressed the need to fill the current vacancy with a member who has some professional 
experience related to the responsibilities of the Planning Board. The chair noted that there is a 
significant learning curve on the Planning Board, and that all current members are relatively 
new. The most senior current member of the Planning Board has served only four years. Thus, 
the Planning Board is in need of a member who comes in with relevant expertise, who can come 
up to speed quickly, and who needs less training. The chair noted that there are also several 
areas where the Planning Board is lacking expertise. While the Board currently has two lawyers, 
an engineer, a hydrologist, an architect, and a lay person, it does not have members with 
professional experience in zoning, planning, development, or real estate. The chair highlighted 
those as desired areas of expertise. Of the current applicants, Douglas Marshall brings the 
greatest amount of experience to the Board. Mr. Marshall is a registered architect and currently 
a Project Planner/Manager with UMass Campus Planning. He also served for 1.5 years as the 
Interim Director of Campus Planning. While members of OCA recognized that all applicants 
brought important perspectives and unique experiences, most members felt that Mr. Marshall’s 
skill set and experience in architecture and planning made him an especially strong candidate 
given the current identified needs of the Planning Board. 

Sustainability: During his interview Mr. Marshall highlighted his personal interest in shifting 
development to respond to climate change. He also discussed his experience chairing the 
building committee for the new Hitchcock Center building. This experience gave him an in-depth 
understanding of living buildings (from the Hitchcock Center website: “Our net zero energy 
building harvests and recycles its own water, uses composting toilets, and was constructed with 
responsibly sourced, nontoxic materials.”). OCA members believed that since the Town Council 
sees sustainability and climate action as priorities, Mr. Marshall’s experience with a net-zero 
building made him a strong candidate. Further, with the recent adoption of bold climate action 
goals, and with the update of the Master Plan likely including consideration of climate and 
sustainability, Mr. Marshall’s experience could prove invaluable. 



 
 

UMass: OCA members saw Mr. Marshall’s relationship to UMass a strength. OCA members 
discussed a possibility for greater communication, collaboration, and coordination in planning 
between the University and the Town given Mr. Marshall’s position with UMass Campus 
Planning. OCA members felt as though Mr. Marshall could be useful as our community considers 
a potential reconstitution or evolution of the University-Town of Amherst Collaborative (UTAC). 
Mr. Marshall’s former service on UTAC would be useful here. 

While these were the main themes in support of Mr. Marshall’s appointment, other reasons cited 
included his experience on the UTAC housing subcommittee and with off-campus. 

Most of OCA came to consensus that in this particular moment for the Planning Board and given their 
current needs. Mr. Marshall’s professional experience and expertise is preferable at this time over some 
of the other strengths the other applicants brought to the table. His relationship to UMass and his 
experience with net-zero buildings were added strengths. 

Councilor DuMont declined to explain her decision not to vote. 

Attached documents: 

• Planning Board vacancy notice published on Town Bulletin Board 
• Demographic information of the applicant pool 
• Planning Board interviews agenda 
• Planning Board Selection Guidance 
• Planning Board Interview Questions 
• OCA process to recommend appointments to multiple-member bodies appointed by the Town 

Council – adopted 12/09/2020 

 

Outreach, Communications, & Appointments Committee Membership: 

Evan Ross, Chair, Town Councilor District 4 
Alisa Brewer, Vice Chair, Town Councilor at-Large 
Darcy DuMont, Town Councilor District 5 
George Ryan, Town Councilor District 3 
Sarah Swartz, Town Councilor District 1 
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Amherst Bulletin Board 

Posted on: October 21, 2019

Town Council Seeks Member to Serve on Planning Board

The Town Council is seeking a volunteer to serve as a member of the Planning Board.

In response to a vacancy, the Town Council is accepting applications for a new member on the 

Planning Board. Applicants should have experience with aspects of planning, development, 

design, architecture, construction, and/or real estate law.  The Planning Board is particularly 

interested in applicants who have some experience or expertise in real estate, development, 

urban planning, or zoning. The Town Council is especially seeking individuals of diverse 

backgrounds, including those who have no prior municipal government experience.

For more information on the Planning Board read an information handout at 

https://www.amherstma.gov/DocumentCenter/View/48292/Planning-Board-Description-08-06-19-pdf

If you are interested in volunteering to serve, please fill out a Community Activity Form at: 

https://www.amherstma.gov/FormCenter/Community-Activity-Form-14/Community-Activity-Form-Town-Council-App-165

If you have questions, please reach out to Evan Ross, Chair of the Town Council Committee on Outreach, Communications, 

and Appointments, at rosse@amherstma.gov or our Town Community Participation Officers at getinvolved@amherstma.gov.

Town Council appointment of PB members in accordance with Charter Section 2.9(c). This notice fulfills the Town bulletin 

board requirement Charter Section 9.12(e).

The references cited above are from the Amherst Home Rule Charter: 

https://www.amherstma.gov/DocumentCenter/View/41987/Amherst-Home-Rule-Charter?bidId=

⇒

Town Council Public Forum on the Master Plan

Posted on: October 1, 2019

Town Council Policy on the Publication of Candidate Statements

Posted on: September 24, 2019

Amherst, MA - Official Website Page 1 of 2

https://www.amherstma.gov/civicalerts.aspx?AID=2461 10/22/2019



Multiple Vacancies on Town Boards & Committees

Posted on: September 19, 2019

Town Council Seeks Member to Serve on Zoning Board of Appeals

Posted on: September 12, 2019

Amherst, MA - Official Website Page 2 of 2

https://www.amherstma.gov/civicalerts.aspx?AID=2461 10/22/2019
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Demographic Information 
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Outreach, Communications, and Appointments Committee 
Special Meeting – Planning Board Interviews 

Wednesday, January 22, 2020, 6pm 
Town Room, Town Hall 

 
 

1. Call to order 
2. Announcements 
3. Interviews of applicants to the Planning Board 

a. Robert Greeney 
b. Jacob Hirsch 
c. Douglas Marshall 

4. Topics the Chair did not reasonably anticipate 48 hours before the meeting 
5. Adjourn 



Planning Board Selection Guidance 
Adopted 01-08-2020 

 

1. Criteria for a healthy multiple-member body 
 
OCA considers the following factors to be important for a multiple-member body to be healthy:  
   

a. A strong base of seasoned members who have completed or nearly completed one term 
as member. These members bring an understanding of process, institutional knowledge, 
can mentor new members, and take on leadership roles.  

b. Newer members who have served fewer than one term. These members bring new 
energy, outlooks, and ideas to the body, and ensure the body will continue to have a 
strong base of seasoned members in the future.  

c. Term limits: Generally, if a person is serving a first term, they are given preference for a 
second. Conversely, if a person is completing a second term, and there are other 
qualified applicants, preference would be given to a newcomer (Appointed Committee 
Handbook Sec. 2.3). Although there is no fixed limit on length of service, the length of 
service is normally limited to two (2) terms, three (3) years in length. In cases where 
special training or expertise is required, longer periods of service may be appropriate 
(Appointed Committee Handbook Sec. 2.5). 

d. Characteristics of effective Planning Board members: 
i. Open-minded 

ii. Able to work in a collaborative spirit 
iii. Openness to compromise 
iv. Understanding of the regulatory function of the body 

 
2. Input from the body’s chair 

 
The input below was derived from an email from Planning Board Chair Christine Gray-Mullen 
and a subsequent meeting between Gray-Mullen and the OCA Chair. 
 

a. Have work experience with some aspect of planning, development, design, architecture, 
construction or real estate law, etc.  With all current PB members with 4 years or less of 
planning board experience … having related experience is helpful and reduces the 
“coming up to speed” time period. 

b. Feel positive and committed to strengthening and growing Amherst’s economic 
development and building/housing infrastructure particularly in the downtown and 
village areas. 

c. The flexibility and commitment to attend nearly all the PB meetings. 
d. Understand and willing to put a significant time commitment to the PB (average 5 to 12 

hours/week) 
e. Useful to have work experience in some element of design.  
f. High demand for professional experience in:  

i. real estate 
ii. development 

iii. planning/urban planning 
iv. zoning 



g. Preference for someone with professional experience in the issues and jurisdiction of 
the Planning Board vs. an interested member of the public. Different perspectives are 
useful, but the Planning Board is regulatory and needs the professional expertise. One 
member already brings perspective of a lay member of the public. 

h. Already two lawyers on the Planning Board. 
i. Useful for someone who has understanding the system of governance and boards and 

committees 



Outreach, Communications, & Appointments Standing Committee of the Town Council 
Interview Questions for 1-22-2020 Planning Board Interviews  

Adopted 1-08-2020 
 

1. Why are you interested in serving on the Planning Board?   
2. What is your relevant expertise and/or experience? 
3. What important perspective do you feel you bring to this body? 
4. Tell us about an experience you have had collaborating with a group? 
5. Given that the Planning Board is the keeper on the Master Plan, what do you see as the Planning 

Board’s role in achieving the goals of the Master Plan to encourage vitality in the downtown and 
village centers?   

6. Are you comfortable working under Open Meeting Law, where all discussions and decisions are 
done in meetings posted at least 48 hours in advance and open to the public?   

7. Are you comfortable with the time commitment and committee meeting schedule on the 
provided handout? 

 



Town Council Committee on Outreach, Appointments, and 
Communications [OCA] process to recommend appointments 

to multiple-member bodies appointed by the Town Council 
 

Charter Sec. 2.9(c) 
Charter Sec. 5.5(b) 

 
ADOPTED 12-09-2016 

  
  
 
  
  



1. Vacancy 
 
When a vacancy or impending vacancy occurs on a multiple-member body appointed by the 
Town Council (including Planning Board, Zoning Board of Appeals, and non-voting resident 
members of the Finance Committee), the Chair of OCA shall write and submit to the Town Clerk 
for publication on the Town Bulletin Board a vacancy notice, in accordance with Charter Sec. 
9.12(e). A vacancy occurs whenever the Town Clerk receives a signed resignation from a 
member of the body, a member passes away, or a member is removed from the body in 
accordance with Charter Sec. 2.9(e) and Sec. 9.14. An impending vacancy occurs whenever a 
member intends to resign or a member’s term is expiring, regardless of whether that member 
may be reappointed. 
  

2. Community Activity Forms (CAF) 
  
Individuals interested in serving on the Planning Board, Zoning Board of Appeals, or as a non-
voting resident members of the Finance Committee shall fill out a CAF to express their interest 
in service. Members seeking reappointment must also submit a new CAF. The CAF for these 
three bodies is separate from the CAFs for Town Manager-appointed multiple-member bodies 
and is automatically distributed to all Councilors. The OCA Chair shall reach out to all applicants 
to confirm receipt of their CAF. 
  
CAFs are personnel records, not public documents, and therefore cannot be shared or 
distributed by Councilors.  
  

3. Sufficiency of the applicant pool 
  
In accordance with Charter Sec. 9.12(e), the vacancy notice must be published on the Town 
Bulletin Board for a period not less than 14 days, any time after which OCA may assess the 
sufficiency of the applicant pool. OCA shall collect all CAFs submitted over the preceding two 
years. The OCA Chair or designee shall contact any applicant who submitted their CAF prior to 
the posting of the vacancy notice to confirm continued interest. The applicant pool shall be all 
CAFs submitted over the preceding two years for which applicants are currently interested. In 
making a determination regarding the sufficiency of the applicant pool, OCA shall consider the 
following factors: 
  

• The number of applicants relative to the number of vacancies or impending vacancies. 
OCA strives for more applicants than vacancies. 

• The demographic diversity of the applicant pool. OCA strives for a diverse applicant 
pool, including racial, economic, gender, and generational diversity. 

• The current needs of the body-to-be-appointed, including any current burdens placed 
on the body by a vacancy. 

  
OCA assesses the applicant pool holistically in the context of the needs and history of the body-
to-be-appointed. OCA shall, by majority vote, declare the applicant pool sufficient to proceed to 



interviews. Absent this declaration, OCA may engage in outreach to recruit additional 
applicants.  
  
Prior to the posting of the interviews OCA does not disclose the total number of applicants to 
the public or to the press. 
  

4. Selection Guidance 
  
Prior to developing interview questions or holding interviews, OCA shall, by majority vote, 
adopt Selection Guidance for filling the vacancy that OCA provides to the Town Council in 
advance of interviews. OCA shall derive Selection guidance from the following two sources:     
  

A. Criteria for a healthy multiple-member body 
  

OCA considers the following factors to be important for a multiple-member body to be 
healthy: 

  
1) A strong base of seasoned members who have completed or nearly completed one 

term as member. These members bring an understanding of process, institutional 
knowledge, can mentor new members, and take on leadership roles. 

2) Newer members who have served fewer than one term. These members bring new 
energy, outlooks, and ideas to the body, and ensure the body will continue to have a 
strong base of seasoned members in the future. 

3) Term limits: Generally, if a person is serving a first term, they are given preference 
for a second. Conversely, if a person is completing a second term, and there are 
other qualified applicants, preference would be given to a newcomer (Appointed 
Committee Handbook Sec. 2.3). Although there is no fixed limit on length of service, 
the length of service is normally limited to two (2) terms, three (3) years in length. In 
cases where special training or expertise is required, longer periods of service may 
be appropriate (Appointed Committee Handbook Sec. 2.5). 

  
B. Input from the body’s chair 

  
Prior to the adoption of selection guidance, the OCA Chair shall solicit from the chair of the 
body-to-be-appointed the following: 

  
1) Skills and characteristics of a successful member of that body 
2) Knowledge and/or expertise related to the work of that body 
3) Preferred knowledge and/or expertise to meet the current needs of that body  

  
 

5. Interview questions 
  



Prior to holding interviews, OCA shall, by majority vote, adopt a set of interview questions OCA 
will ask all applicants. OCA shall consider the adopted Selection Guidance in developing 
interview questions. OCA shall also solicit questions from the Town Council in advance and 
attempt to include them. 
  

6. Interviews 
  
In advance of interviews, the OCA Chair shall distribute to the Town Council and to all 
interviewees the adopted selection guidance, interview questions, and committee handouts. 
  
The OCA Chair shall schedule and post a special OCA meeting at a time most convenient to all 
interviewees and provide at least 14 days’ notice of such meeting to all interviewees. All Town 
Councilors are invited to attend as members of the public. Any applicant unable to attend the 
meeting shall not be considered for appointment. The meeting shall include the interviews as 
the sole agenda item, and shall not include public comment. The OCA Chair shall preside over 
the meeting. Meetings shall be videotaped consistent with regular OCA meetings. 
  
All interviewees will be interviewed together as a group. OCA will ask the adopted interview 
questions of the group, and each interviewee will have an opportunity to answer each 
question.   
  

7. OCA recommendation 
  
At the next regular or special OCA meeting following the conclusion of interviews OCA shall 
discuss the interviewees and the OCA recommendation to the Town Council. OCA shall seek to 
minimize the time between interviews and an expected Town Council vote. OCA may choose 
not to make a recommendation. OCA may also recommend fewer appointments than vacancies 
or impending vacancies.  
 
OCA’s recommendation shall include the following: 

• Name(s) of applicant(s) recommended for appointment 

• Dates of appointment 

• Reasons for recommendation 
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